Introduction
Plesiosaurs (Sauropterygia: Plesiosauria) constitute a clade of secondarily aquatic, carnivorous tetrapods that existed throughout much of the Mesozoic. The fossil record of plesiosaurs is extensive and demonstrates that they were morphologically diverse, globally distributed, and temporally long-lived. However, despite a long history of collection spanning nearly two centuries, relatively little attention has been devoted to unraveling their evolutionary relationships, especially when compared to contemporaneous, terrestrial non-avian dinosaurs.
The application of cladistic methods to the interpretation of plesiosaur phylogeny is in its infancy. To date, most studies concerning plesiosaur relationships have employed a limited number of taxa assumed to represent larger monophyletic clades within Plesiosauria (Hampe 1992; Bardet et al. 1999; Carpenter 1999; Gasparini et al. 2002; Gasparini et al. 2003) . Sato (2002) 
